NOTES AND NEWS 





Report on the International Seminar on Classical Indian Dances and Modern 
Theatre and Nationa] Festival of Dances held in Calcutta by Padatik in 
collaboration with Bharatiya Natya Sangh and the International Theatre 
Institute (Unesco) from 2nd January to 9th January, 1983. 


Padatik with its two wings, the Padatuk Theatre Group and Padatik 
Dance Centre, represents a major theatre and dance organisation in 
eastern India in Calcutta. Apart from being active with its own produc- 
tions, the Padatik Theatre group has often invited outstanding directors 
from all over India who have interacted with the members and contributed 
to various productions. Over the last three years more than 250 perfor- 
mances of the plays directed by Satyadevy Dubey, Rajinider Nath, Ranjit 
Kapoor and Shyamananda Jalan among others have been presented. Notable 
productions have been Sakharam Binder, Hazar Chaurasi ki maa, Aur Tota 
Bola and Shakuntala. The Padatik Dance Centre is a new wing and has been 
active since two and a half years. It undertakes to present the traditional 
gurus in a series of dance-demonstrations and also organises dance per- 
formances. The great teachers like Guru Kelucharan Mahapatra (Odissi), 
Guru Bipin Singh (Manipuri), Guru Vempati Chinna Satyam (Kuchipudi), 
Kalamandalam Padmanabhan from Kerala (Kathakali) and Guru Birju 
Maharaj (Kathak) have given dance demonstrations and also conducted 
workshops in the respective styles. In particular, Guru Kelucharan Maha- 
patra has worked for a longer spell of time and also choreographed the 
dance-drama Gita Govinda for the trainees at the Padatik. It is also working 
in close collaboration with the Dance Department of Rabindra Bharati 


University. 


The seminar aimed at discussing the relevance of the classical Indian 
dance forms in modern times and also how they can be studied in order to 
employ the techniques of various styles for creative purpose in producing the 
plays. In order to gauge the depth of these time honoured forms with a 
hoary past the seminar discussed various problems which one faces while 
employing the dance forms for the theatre. 


Several delegates from abroad attended the seminar for eight days. 
The interaction was devised in the following manner. There were discussion 
sessions after the demonstrations of the various dance forms by the tradi- 
tional performers and the great gurus. There were also work out sessions 
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where some of the delegates both Indian and those from abroad participated 
for the feel of the technique. Also dancer and choreographer Miss Anna 
Halprin from California conducted a session of dance explaining her 
approach. The discussions threw up several problems which were both 
argued, discussed and later on conceptualised. 


In all there were daily four sessions. The evening sessions were devoted 
to the performances. The discussions were held at La Martiniere School for 
Girls auditorium and the National Festival of Dances was held at Kala 
Mandir on Theatre Road. Both the venues were nearby. At night there 
were socials. Some of the delegates gave demonstrations and slides were 
also shown for discussion. 


The demonstrations of Kathakali raised several questions and the 
artistes Shri Raman Kutty, Shri Padmanabhan, Shri Gopi and others 
from Kerala Kala Mandal demonstrated different aspects of training and 
abhinaya to answer the questions. It appeared that the delegates were 
overwhelmed by the strenuous training and excellent display of the tech- 
nique. 


Kavalam Narayana Panikkar presented excerpts from Bhasa’s play 
Madhyama Vyayoga and Kalidasa’s play Shakimtalam. He has employed 
the techniques of Kudiyattam and Kathakali. Some of the members also 
gave demonstration of the Kalaripayattu exercises. However, the delegates 
and theatre workers felt that though the two plays under discussion employ- 
ed the techniques of traditional Kathakali and Kudiyattam forms, the same 
techniques would look incongruous in a contemparary play with present 
day problems. In order to use these techniques in a creative manner the 
artistes would have to evolve a different body language. 


Shri B.V. Karanth demonstrated the use of Yakshagana technique 
in an excerpt which had a mythological theme. The two Bharata Natyam 
trained dancers and one actor trained in Yakshagana technique carried 
out his ideas in a play. Karanth had composed the music and he sang 
narrating the key events of the play. Though the experiment did not come 
off successfully, it showed the possibilities of using the technique in 4 
creative manner. Karanth maintained that it is possible to see the results 
only after staging the production and suggested that some solutions could 
be found out. 


Anna Halprin from the States asked the delegates and dancers to take 
part in a session which later on appeared more like a therapautic experiment. 
The dancers and delegates were asked to select one particular part of the 
body and explore the possibilities of various uses both in a manner free of 
association and also with associations. The approach in the west appeared 
different from the approach of our traditional teachers. In a similar session 
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on Yakshagana Guru Gopal Rao was asked to conduct a practice session 
along with John Martin from London (now working in West Germany), 
in basic exercises of Yakshagana. The delegates from abroad felt privileged 
to work with the Guru even though it was only a session of one hour. 


These sessions raised questions of mastering the techniques. Some 
felt that since the training period involved was of a longer duration of nearly 
six or seven years and the purpose of the actors was not be expert 
dancers, ways and means be devised to shorten the period of the 
training. 


The sessions of three forms of Chhau, viz., Seraikella Chhau, Mayur- 
bhanj Chhau (without masks) and Purulia Chhau were well received 
because of the illuminating demonstrations by the Gurus Kedar Nath 
Sahu (Seraikella), Krishnachandra Naik and Shri Hari Naik (Mayurbhanj) 
and Guru Sudhir (Purulia Chhau). There were no presentations of the 
techniques of Mayurbhanj and Seraikella Chhau in experimental plays. 
But Probir Guha, the young director who works with a team of young 
actors under the banner of The Living Theatre presented a play which 
showed how the energetic movements of Purulia Chhau were employed 
in his production. The story was used as a peg round which the director 
had projected the exploitation of the working class by the merchant class. 
Since Probir Guha was trained in Poland under the renowned director 
Grotowski, he had as it appeared from the presentation utilised the 
techniques mentioned in Grotowski’s manual ‘Towards a Poor Theatre’ 
with intense physical exercises and some salient features of the 
technique of Purulia Chhau. He has been working in close collaboration 
with traditional Purulia Chhau dancers of Jamdi village on the border of 
Bihar and West Bengal. The production elicited strong reactions and com- 
ments. Some thought that it was brilliant and some thought that it was 
gimmicky. But the myth had worked out very successfully and the director 
had not used the technique of Purulia Chhau for novelty. It suited the form 
he had evolved for the play. Whereas in Purulia Chhau the themes are 
mythological and the duels and wars end in the victory of good over evil, 
there was no attempt made by the director to suggest similar end or theme. 
Some body movements were employed which had great impact and it fitted 
in very well, though the theme was contemporary and not mythological. 
What was commendable was the approach as the director did not appear to 
impose the dance technique on his production. 


There were delegates from Indonesia and Thailand. They demonstrat- 
ed their dance techniques and later on Guru Kelucharan Mahapatra and 
Sanjukta Panigrahi showed the similarities between Odissi and Indonesian 
dance forms. 


The demonstrations of Manipuri by the artistes of Manipuri 
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Nartanalaya and Guru Bipin Singh, of Kathak by Birju Maharaj and his 
students, of Yakshagana by Yaksha Mandal troupe from South Canara, 
and Miss Hoffman from West Germany, by Prof. Suzuki, whose Trojan 
Women production is justly famous for the creative use of Noh and Kabuki, 
his technique which has come to be known as Suzuki method, the demon- 
strations of Noh, presentation of numbers where Balinese masks were 
employed, a short presentation by artistes from Columbia and other items 


were very rewarding. 


Richard Schechner from New York conceptualised a few problems 
and drew attention to how Antonin Artuad was impressed by the dances 
of Indonesia in a Paris exposition, how Euginio Barba, well known for his 
Anthropology of Theatre, after seeing Kathakali in Shornur in 1963 brought 
the awareness to Grotwoski in Poland and how the Indian dance traditions 
influenced the West. Richard also referred to the cross culture process and 
the influences and interactions. 


The sessions suggested that there were two types of theatres : (a) 
where the creative process itself was the subject of presentation and watch- 
ing it was as good as watching theatre and (b) there were rehearsal oriented 
theatre productions. The literary tradition so strong in the West was now 
exploring the movements which could augment the spoken word. 


Mohan Agashe of Ghasiram Kotwal fame observed that most of the 
Indian theatre people were not aware of the Indian classical dance 
traditions. And the seminar was successful from the point of making not 
only the delegates from abroad but also the Indian theatre workers aware 
of our rich legacy. It appeared to him that the Indian directors were 
attempting to decodify the mudras and symbolic language of dance and 
movements, whereas in the West an attempt was being made to codify 
the language of theatre. From the interaction everyone seemed to be in- 
fluenced and the search had begun. It was not possible to find easy solutions. 
However, a distinct advantage. of such a seminar was that our dance 
traditions posed challenges and problems to serious theatre workers who 
can no more afford to ignore the past heritage. 


It was also felt that the content of the play would also lend itself te 
the form and it was possible to use the dance techniques effectively if the 
play made demands for such an artistic need. 


All the discussions were recorded both on video and on tape. From 
Cologn two specialists were recording the demonstrations and also the dance 
performances in the evening. Padatik also announced to publish the dis- 
cussions and a final report and make the copies of video available at 4 
nominal price to the serious theatre and dance scholars and researchers. 
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There were presentations of scholarly papers by scholars from India 
and abroad. These were made available to the delegates. A special directory 
of delegates was issued which contains valuable information on various 
international scholars and their present projects. 


The seminar and the festival of dances were well received by the 
creative people, local directors, actors, dancers and scholars, by active 
and performing artistes from all over India and major directors from 
abroad. It has brought a better understanding of Indian classical dance 
traditions among Indians and foreigners and one became conscious of 
the fact that these traditions can not be tampered with. In particular the 
demonstrations by the traditional gurus were highly appreciated. The 
National Festival of dances represented various artistes of diverse scholars 
and the performances were of an uniform high standard. 


National Theatre Workshop on Street Theatre 


A National Theatre Workshop on The Street Theatre was organised 
by the Sangeet Natak Akademi at Bharat Bhavan, Bhopal from 19th 
February to 28th February 1983 in collaboration with Rang Mandal and 
under the direction of Shri B.V. Karanth. The workshop was inaugurated 
by the well known actor, director and writer, Shri Sombhu Mitra. Smt. 
Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay, the Chief Guest, who presided over the 
inaugural function, explained the history and origin of each of the street 
theatre. She also spoke of the strong influence of popular cinema on the 
street theatre and the need to avoid it and pave the way fora more meaning- 
ful and effective street theatre. 


The Indian Street Theatre has a long tradition. It has been kept alive 
for centuries by great exponents. Vithi Natakam, Terukoothu or Patha 
Nataka have been important part of our festivals and community cele- 
brations. Even today the ‘Nukkar’ or the Street Corner enjoys a place in 
our national life, especially in the rural areas. The messages are left and 
collected here. The news, meetings, gossip and even quarrels seem to accu- 
mulate here. The jugglers, the snake charmers and the street singers have 
always found it most functional. This folk theatre is quite different from 
the temple theatre performed only in the temple premises and is therefore 
confined to a few selected classes and areas. The Street plays were in fact 
the only source of entertainment available to the common man. The modern 
street play is in fact becoming a common feature of our day to day cultural 
life in the cities but its purpose is no more restricted to entertainment. 
This new theatre discusses and presents our basic social, economic and 
political problems. 

Two full length plays were also invited; one was a traditional street 
play of Tamilnadu, viz., Therukoothu and the other a modern Hindi play. 


Purrisai Kannappa Sambandham’s troupe performed Panchali 
Shapatham of Subramania Bharati in Tamil. The participants not only 
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enjoyed the performances, but also could feel the vitality, its artistic fervor 
and the traditional richness of music, dance and drama of Therukoothu. 
Another play was produced by IPTA, Bombay. Shri M.S. Sathyu directed 
Shri Sarveshwar Dayal Saxena’s play ‘“Bakari’. It was performed both in 
the open-air theatre and a street corner of Bhopal. In the workshop 20 
theatre groups participated and performed at different street corners and 
parks without any prior publicity in the right spirit of the street theatre. 
The director of the festival, Shri Karanth felt that if proper publicity 
about the venue was given in advance, the audience which had already 
developed a liking for the theatre would have come. In that case it would 
not be possible to have a correct analysis of the impact on the audience 
which gathers round on the spot when the action takes place without any 
prior notice. 


Important among the groups that participated were the Living 
Theatre, Calcutta; Samudaya, Bangalore; Guru Charan Singh’s theatre, 
Amritsar; Jan Natya Manch, Delhi; Sankalpa, Bikaner; Sutradhar, Bombay; 
Kalam, Lucknow and Vatsyayan, Dehradun. In addition other groups 
from Arrah, Gorakhpur, Indore, Ujjain, Bilaspur, Rajanandgaon, Jabalpur 
and Delhi also gave performances. Almost three to five plays by different 
groups were performed daily in various places and the Street plays became 
the talk of the town. 


The Workshop and the Seminar started daily at 9.30 a.m. dealt with 
a specific subject. After the opening remarks by an eminent theatre person, 
it was followed up by discussions. The participants included Sarvashri B.V. 
Karanth, Dr. Namwar Singh, Govind Deshpande, Prasanna, Bansi Kaul, 
Rati Bartholomew, Tripurari Sharma, Anuradha Kapoor, Nemi Chand 
Jain and Sarveshwar Dayal Sexena. Others who participated in the Seminar 
and made the discussion lively were Sarvashri Shyamanand Jalan, M.S. 
Sathyu, Kamalakar Sontakke, Ratnakar Matakari, Mahesh Elkunchwar. 
Surendra Verma, Pearl Padamsee Motilal Kemmu and others. Delibrations 
by such eminent playwrights, directors and actors over subjects like ‘Social 
commitment and the street theatre’, ‘Challenges of acting in street plays’, 
“Limitations and possibility’ ‘Aesthetics of the street theatre’, ‘The necessity 
of a didactic theatre’, and ‘The search for new theatre language for the 
street plays’ were indeed most useful. One of the memorable achievements 
was an on the spot production by the Manipuri Director, Mr. H. Kanhailal 
who directed a street play in which he invited actors from Tamilnadu. 
Karnataka, Bihar, Bengal, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh to participate. 
He produced a play with these actors only in two days. The performance 
Was so artistic and the audience could see how effectively theatre can break 
the limitation of the language. This interaction of the actors was one of the 
major achievements of the workshop. 


An exhibition of the masks, costumes and puppets used in different 
folk theatre forms of India was also arranged by the Sangeet Natak Akademi 
on this occasion. 


